
  

Microplastics  
Microplastics  are  any  synthetic  
polymer  particle  that  is  less  

than  5  millimeters  in  size.  They  
can  either  be  primary,  which  

are  plastics  that  are  
intentionally  produced  to  be  
microscopic,  or  secondary,  
which  is  a  microplastic  that  
comes  from  a  larger  piece  of  
plastic  that  has  degraded.  

Areas  with  varying  topography,  
such  as  reefs,  allows  for  the  

buildup  of  microplastics.  They  
can  easily  travel  long  distances  
in  water  due  to  their  inherent  
properties,  such  as  their  light  

weight,  durability,  and  
buoyancy.    

Endocrine  Disrupting  &  Other  
Chemicals  

Chemicals  can  leach  from  the  plastics  
and  have  a  detrimental  impact  on  
corals  and  the  other  vital  organisms  
that  make  up  coral  reefs.  These  

include  plastic  additives  and  other  
chemicals  that  can  adhere  to  the  

hydrophobic  polymer.  This  can  have  
a  variety  of  effects  on  the  reef,  such  

as  encouraging  algal  growth,  
harming  the  endocrine  system  of  
various  organisms,  and  lowering  

reproductive  success.  Understanding  
the  effects  on  corals  still  requires  

further  investigation.  
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Plastic  Consumption  

Microplastic  consumption  by  corals  is  
now  being  seen  as  a  major  threat.  
Recent  studies  have  revealed  that  
corals  polyps  are  non-­‐selective  
feeders,  and  discriminate  food  only  by  
size.  Microplastics  continue  to  
accumulate  in  ocean  waters  and  
around  coral  reefs,  increasing  
consumption  by  corals.  The  

microplastics  become  lodged  deep  in  the  
stomachs  of  corals,  impeding  digestion  and  

potentially  being  fatal  to  the  polyps.  A  2015  
study  conducted  by  the  ARC  Centre  of  
Excellence  in  Coral  Reef  Studies    revealed  
that  corals  do  in  fact  mistake  plastic  of  

equivalent  size  as  food.  Indigestible  
microplastics  fill  the  tiny  gut-­‐cavities  of  the  
corals,  inhibiting  them  from  regular  feeding.  

What  can  you  do?  
Microplasticslargely  come  from  the  
deterioration  of  larger  plastics.  It  is  important  
for  everyone  to  take  steps  to  reduce  marine  
litter  that  contributes  to  the  collection  of  
these  plastics.  From  small  steps  like  investing  
in  a  reusable  water  bottle  and  avoiding  
products  with  excess  packaging  to  
contributing  to  marine  conservation  and  
clean  up  organizations,  everyone  can  help  to  
make  a  huge  difference  in  the  quality  of  our  
oceans.  
    

The  Great  Pacific  Garbage  Patch  
Also  known  as  “Trash  Island”,  the  Great  Pacific  Garbage  Patch  is  an  area  approximately  the  
size  of  the  state  of  Texas  that  is  a  dense  and  massive  swirling  accumulation  of  trash,  much  of  
which  is  plastic.  It  is  a  vortex  of  trash  and  debris  in  the  North  Pacific,  which  is  almost  entirely  
caused  by  humans.  It  is  bounded  by  an  ocean  current  known  as  the  North  Pacific  Subtropical  
Gyre,  and  is  largely  a  connection  of  millions  of  tiny  fragments  of  plastic.  As  these  plastics  
break  down  they  become  more  and  more  dangerous  to  marine  life.  Because  approximately  
70%  of  Marine  debris  sinks  to  the  ocean  floor,  it  is  very  possible  that  the  sea  floor  in  and  
around  this  and  other  gyre-­‐bound  garbage  patches  is  even  more  polluted  than  the  soupy  
trash  matrix  above  it.  


